There has been a consensus among biblical scholars that the epilogue of Ecclesiastes (Eccl 12:9-14) was written by an editor-the same one who supplied the title of the book, "The words of Qohelet, song of David, king in Jerusalem" (1:1)-in order to frame "the words of Qohelet" in a particular way. According to this understanding, the editor was someone of a mainstream religious viewpoint, whose advice to "fear God and obey His commandments" (12:14) served to package Qohelet's more radical teachings in a framework that renders their radicalism harmless. The rabbinic remark that Ecclesiastes was accepted into the canon because "its beginning is words of Torah and its end is words of Torah," though not based on a two-voice theory of the composition of the book, provides an early attestation of the book as a radical teaching within a normative frame. The medieval commentator Samuel B. Meir (Rashbam), in his comments to 1:2 and 12:8, was apparently the first to attribute the frame to editors other than Qohelet, but he does not suggest that the editors were trying to tame the book's radical content.
Transcending the Boundary of Death: Ecclesiastes through a Nabokovian Lens by Michael Carasik "Nothing new under the sun? Then beyond it!" 1 There has been a consensus among biblical scholars that the epilogue of was written by an editor-the same one who supplied the title of the book, "The words of Qohelet, son of David, king in Jerusalem" (1:1)-in order to frame "the words of Qohelet" 2 in a particular way. According to this understanding, the editor was someone of a mainstream religious viewpoint, whose advice to "fear God and obey His commandments" (12:14) served to package Qohelet's more radical teachings in a framework that renders their radicalism harmless. The rabbinic remark that
Ecclesiastes was accepted into the canon because "its beginning is words of Torah and its end is words of Torah," 3 though not based on a two-voice theory of the composition of the book, provides an early attestation of the book as a radical teaching within a normative frame. The medieval commentator Samuel b. Meir (Rashbam), in his comments to 1:2 and 12:8, was apparently the first to attribute the frame to editors other deliberately choosing to speak in two different creative voices. The point would be that (as Auwers puts it) the epilogist is the real author of the book and Qohelet a purely fictive personage to whom the author shifts responsibility for his daring opinions. This in itself is not at all an unusual phenomenon; writers frequently present the main part of their narratives as being taken from a manuscript that has come into their possession or as the first-person narrative of a stranger who has insisted on telling them his story. A somewhat more complicated literary structure appears, however, if we read this phenomenon in Ecclesiastes through a more specific lens, the writings of Vladimir Nabokov. I believe that reading Ecclesiastes with a Nabokovian eye will bring into clearer focus a different and more significant reason for the double voice in Ecclesiastes: not an attempt by the outer voice to control, contain, and frame the inner one, but an attempt by the inner voice to burst a boundary, escape a cage, avoid a limitation. The limitation to which I refer is the central problem of Nabokov's work, as it is of Qohelet's:
death.
From the perspective of those who live in the world we know-"under the sun,"
as Qohelet has it (Eccl 1:3 and passim)-death is unavoidable. Indeed, it is the inevitability of death that causes Qohelet to regard life as hevel, existential absurdity 9 or simply "illusion." The literal meaning of the word is "vapor"; 10 one can see it but not grasp it. It is this same now-you-see-it-now-you-don't quality that, no doubt, prompted the choice of the word as the name of Abel, the son of Adam and Eve who appears in Genesis 4 only long enough to be murdered by his brother Cain.
Nabokov, too, apparently thought of the world as a kind of illusion and, it would seem, for the same reason: The finality-indeed, the grotesqueness-of physical death makes life absurd. But Nabokov sensed, by analogy with his own experience as a writer, the possibility of a transcendent realm that could somehow ennoble the illusion of life even as it exposed its comparative tawdriness. For if death was the central problem of his novels, their central theme was potustoronnost', literally "over-to-that-side-ness": to Invitation to a Beheading. Here the main character, Cincinnatus C., sentenced to death for "gnostical turpitude," is waiting for the executioner's ax to fall when suddenly he feels "a clarity he had never experienced before." The spectators who have gathered to watch his execution become "quite transparent," and, leaving "one Cincinnatus" face down on the execution platform, "the other Cincinnatus" climbs down and walks off. As he does so, the world in which he has lived up until now begins to disintegrate and shrink into nothingness:
<begin block quote>
Little was left of the square. The platform had long since collapsed in a cloud of reddish dust. The last to rush past was a woman in a black shawl, carrying the tiny executioner like a larva in her arms. The fallen trees lay flat and reliefless, while those that were still standing, also twodimensional, with a lateral shading of the trunk to suggest roundness, barely held on with their branches to the ripping mesh of the sky.
Everything was coming apart. Everything was falling. A spinning wind was picking up and whirling: dust, rags, chips of painted wood, bits of gilded plaster, pasteboard bricks, posters; an arid gloom fleeted; and amidst the dust, and the falling things, and the flapping scenery, but with the addition that "Qohelet said" it.
In similar fashion, Nabokov, too, steps into view at the end of a later novel. That was finished on a warm rainy night, more or less as described at the end of Chapter Eighteen" (that is, the end of the book), and he identifies the "I" there as being, from the perspective of Krug's world, "an anthropomorphic deity impersonated by me" (xviii).
Invitation to a Beheading, Cincinnatus steps through this rent. In Bend Sinister, it is the author who steps through it:
<begin block quote> It was at that moment, just after Krug had fallen through the bottom of a confused dream and sat up on the straw with a gasp-and just before his reality, his remembered hideous misfortune could pounce upon him-it was then that I felt a pang of pity for Adam and slid towards him along an inclined beam of pale light-causing instantaneous madness, but at least saving him from the senseless agony of his logical fate.
<end block quote>
As Nabokov explains, Krug has been aware of this "crack in the shell of mortality"
without quite understanding what it was:
The plot starts to breed in the bright broth of a rain puddle. The puddle is observed by Krug from a window of the hospital where his wife is dying. The oblong pool, shaped like a cell that is about to divide, reappears subthematically throughout the novel, as an ink blot in Chapter
Four, an inkstain in Chapter Five, spilled milk in Chapter Eleven, the infusoria-like image of ciliated thought in Chapter Twelve, the footprint of a phosphorescent islander in Chapter Eighteen, and the imprint a soul campus, as an old, happy, healthy, heterosexual Russian, a writer in exile, sans fame, sans future, sans audience, sans anything but his art" (comment to l. 1000), which is what Nabokov the composer of chess problems might call "a simple two-mover" to the words of Jaques The sun's a thief, and with his great attraction Robs the vast sea; the moon's an arrant thief, And her pale fire she snatches from the sun;
The sea's a thief, whose liquid surge resolves
The moon into salt tears.
Timon of Athens, IV iii 421-425
The element of circularity is clear. The sun robs the sea, which robs the moon, which robs the sun. The theme is one of the most familiar in Ecclesiastes:
The sun rises, the sun sets, and it hastens to the place where it rises again. Going to the south, and circling around again to the north, circling, circling, goes the wind, ever returning on its circuits. All streams go into the sea, but the sea is never full; to the place where the streams go, there they return again (Eccl 1:5-7).
In Pale Fire, the circular theme finds its strongest expression in the poem by John And yet, as the commentary to these lines points out, this promise "will not really be kept." It may be, though, that Shade's promise was not meant to be kept in the poem itself. "Pale Fire" can hardly be described as something "none has tried"-unless it is merely the jumping-off point for a more audacious attempt: to cross, at will, the "border" Shade and Kinbote share a birthday-July 5 th -though Shade is 16 years older.
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A third character shares this birth date: 26 Jakob Gradus, the assassin sent by the Shadows (the Zemblan revolutionary secret police) to kill King Charles the Beloved (Kinbote's "real" identity). Shade accidentally takes the fatal bullet meant for King Charles. The police claim that "Gradus" is really Jack Grey, a convict who has escaped with the purpose of killing the judge who sent him to prison; Kinbote is renting the judge's home for a year while he is on sabbatical in England. 27 Whether Gradus/Grey's bullet is aimed at Kinbote or at Judge Goldsworth-no matter which version of the novel's reality we choose-Shade is killed by mistake, killed by a man who didn't know him from Adam. This is hevel indeed: "a lunatic who intends to kill an imaginary king, another lunatic who imagines himself to be that king, and a distinguished old poet who stumbles by chance into the line of fire, and perishes in the clash between the two figments."
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The heading of the index to Pale Fire-an integral part of the novel-advises us to see the entries for "G," "K," and "S," which "stand for the three main characters in this work." "G" sends us to the entry for Gradus/Grey, "K" to those for Kinbote and King
Charles. But there is no "S," merely an entry for the poet and scholar John Francis Shade, the one "real" character of the three (from the novel's perspective). wherever the scene is laid, somebody, somewhere, will quietly set out-somebody has already set out, somebody still rather far away is buying a ticket, is boarding a bus, a ship, a plane, has landed, is walking toward a million photographers, and presently he will ring at my door-a bigger, more respectable, more competent Gradus.
<end block quote>
Here, just before its conclusion, Pale Fire for the first time hits a note that would not be out of place in Ecclesiastes. The over-all tone of Kinbote's commentary is quite humorous (though we more often laugh at him than with him); Shade's poem, though not without humor, 33 is not comic, but (despite its subject, his daughter's suicide) it is warmly life-affirming, as when he predicts at the end of the poem that he will wake at six the next morning "and that the day will probably be fine" (line 982). But we the readers know that "G" will shoot him dead just a few minutes after he lays down his pen-by mistake, it is true, but (as Yossarian asks in Catch-22 when advised that the Germans are
shooting not just at him but at everybody) what difference does that make? If "a bigger, more respectable, more competent Gradus" is waiting for each of us, then … all is hevel.
A Kinbote who can make this statement is "but mad north-northwest." He is, in fact, a voice that John Shade has chosen with which to continue his lifelong exploration of "the inadmissible void."
It is true that Nabokov dismissed all theories of which character in the book had "really" written poem, commentary, and index; 34 moreover, Brian Boyd has subsequently exchanged his original theory-transcended it, really-for the idea that Hazel Shade, the poet's dead daughter, has shaped both poem and commentary from a reality beyond death. 35 But let us cut the Gordian knot: The reality beyond death from the perspective of the novel is the reality of our own world, in which all of Pale Fire-foreword, poem, commentary, and index-was indeed written by a single author, Vladimir Nabokov.
Given the leakage between worlds that we saw in Invitation to a Beheading and Bend
Sinister, it is clear that the absent rhyme of the missing line 1000 of "Pale Fire" was the crack between worlds through which John Shade was to enter a higher level of reality.
Nabokov wrote in Speak, Memory, "I like to fold my magic carpet, after use, in such a way as to superimpose one part of the pattern on another." 36 Allow me to superimpose my cutting of the Gordian knot of authorship within Pale Fire onto the snapping of the silver cord in Eccl 12:6 and, with it, to return to the end of Qohelet's powerfully evocative poem about a death. With the perspective given us by the novels of Nabokov, we may wonder whether the death in Qohelet's poem is not, in fact, his own death. Indeed, just when "the dust returns to the ground as it was, and the lifebreath returns to God Who bestowed it" (12:7), Qohelet's voice in the book begins to peter out. 37 As he recites for the last time his signature phrase, "Utter hevel! All is hevel"
(12:8), the epilogist smoothly steps in and, without missing a beat, intersperses his own voice-"said Qohelet"-and picks up the narration as if he had been waiting in the wings throughout the book: "A further word: Because Qohelet was a sage, he continued to 35 Boyd, Pale Fire, 208 and more generally 107-126. 36 Chapter Six, last paragraph.
37 Kinbote, too, says on the page before last of his commentary, "Yes, better stop. My notes and self are petering out." instruct the people" (12:9). If, indeed, the epilogist was the author of all of Ecclesiastes, then Qohelet "continued to instruct the people" by recounting his own death and transcending it in order to speak from a reality beyond the world about which he was so pessimistic.
The 14 th -century commentator and philosopher Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides) understands Qohelet's famous formula that "All is hevel" to refer not to the things he has observed "under the sun" but to (some of) the statements he is making about them. bears no genetic relationship to the human thumb but evolved from the radial sesamoid bone, which is part of the wrist in humans. 48 The implication of such a "functional analogy," in literature as in biology, is that similar problems call for similar solutions, and that these solutions develop from whatever materials are at hand. Nabokov, like the author of Ecclesiastes, found death an existential absurdity. To avoid this conclusion, I
believe, both writers reached an understanding of our world-what the medieval philosophers would have called "the sub-lunar world," the equivalent of Qohelet's "under the sun"-as the imaginative creation of a being from a higher-order reality. Moreover, both writers expressed this idea artistically by allowing a higher-order reality to appear in their own works as the result of an apparent death in the lower-order reality of the world they had created with words. 46 Boyd, Pale Fire, 9. The reference is to ch. 7 of Bend Sinister, where it is Shakespeare who is called
he person who said (not for the first time) that the glory of God is to hide a thing, and the glory of man is to find it." It seems that Nabokov is winking at the reader here with regard to Bacon's alleged authorship of Shakespeare's plays. Should death matter less to us if we conclude that, from our creator's perspective, we are less than real? Nabokov understood that his was a literary achievement, not a metaphysical one: "I knew that the immortality I had conferred on the poor fellow was a slippery sophism, a play upon words. But … it had been proven to him that death was but a question of style." 50 Perhaps the author of Ecclesiastes, too, realized that his sof davar (12:13) was not "the final word" on the matter, merely "the end" of his book. Of Nabokov, we can say at least that he was not quite willing to confer upon his own There is, of course, a similar coffin in Eccl 12:5, where a corpse-perhaps Qohelet's, perhaps that of "Everyman"-"sets out for his eternal abode, with mourners all around in the street." 53 In the context of the apocalyptic vision of this strange passage, these "mourners," no less than the crowd that attended the execution of Cincinnatus C. at the end of Invitation to a Beheading, are scurrying around a set that is
